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Communicative Justice and Reconciliation in Canada
Alice Neeson
International Communities Organisation
Communicative justice co-exists with other dimensions of justice and emphasizes the importance
of fair communicative practices, particularly after periods of direct or structural violence. While
intercultural dialogue is often assumed to be a positive, or even necessary, part of reconciliation
processes, there are questions to be asked about the ethicality of dialogue when one voice has
been silenced, misrepresented, and ignored for decades. This article draws on twelve months of
ethnographic research with reconciliation activists and organizations in Canada and considers
the potential for communicative flows to help compensate for structural inequalities during
processes of reconciliation.
_____________________________________________________________________________________

By listening to your story, my story can change. By listening to your story, I can change.
—— Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, Final Report

In Canada, as in other settler-colonial states over the past two decades, there have been a number
of movements toward “reconciliation,” a vague and malleable term that has both official and
unofficial forms. Officially, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission has attempted the
challenging task of “restorying” dominant versions of Canadian history.1 Truth telling and lived
experiences, in the form of testimony and reports shaped from that testimony, have contributed
to this task. Unofficially—though often through organized action—digital media has acted as an
alternative platform on which to express personal stories and share them with others.
Central to the mandate of the Canadian Truth and Reconciliation Commission was the
acknowledgment of residential school experiences, witnessing and promoting truth and
reconciliation events, and promoting public awareness of the residential school system and its
impacts.2 Because of the direct and widespread experiences many Indigenous people have with
residential schools (with almost one-third of all Indigenous children removed from their families
to attend these institutions between the late nineteenth and late twentieth centuries),3 the
implication of these awareness-raising goals was that the responsibility of recognition lay with
non-Indigenous Canadians, who were summoned as witnesses to reevaluate dominant historical
accounts of Canadian history and dominant narratives about contemporary Indigenous suffering.
Similarly, on digital platforms, many Indigenous people used social media and blogging
platforms to relate their lived experiences of inequalities, racism, and intergenerational trauma.
Non-Indigenous Canadians were frequently the target audience of these posts.
This article introduces the concept of “communicative justice,” which co-exists with other
dimensions of justice and emphasizes the importance of fair communicative practices,
particularly after periods of direct or structural violence. While intercultural dialogue is often
assumed to be a positive, or even necessary, part of reconciliation processes,4 there are questions
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to be asked about the ethicality of dialogue when one voice has been silenced, misrepresented,
and ignored for decades. As one Indigenous research participant argued: “When we talk about
human rights abuses, both past and ongoing, there is no debate. There is no two way discussion
to be had. The settlers . . . have controlled the story for far too long. Now they need to be quiet
and listen to Native people, learn from Native people.”5

Methodology
This article draws on twelve months of online and “on-foot” ethnographic research. The foot
work included the author’s participant observation as a volunteer with several nonprofits
working in the field of reconciliation, and seventy-eight semi-structured interviews with
activists, reconciliation professionals, Indigenous media practitioners, and non-Indigenous
listeners.

Communication and Structural Violence
Social practices and processes are reproduced through narratives, which have the potential to
naturalize and sustain inequality. Settler colonialism entrenches and sustains itself through
narratives of terra nullius and narratives that cast Indigenous people as belonging to the distant
past (in which Indigenous people are invisible), while also dehumanizing Indigenous people as
troubled or violent and in need of civilization or government intervention (narratives where
Indigenous people are visible, but only in ways that support settlement or expansion). This
revolving visibility and invisibility of Indigenous people is vital to settler colonialism as a
system.
Tom Clark, Ravi de Costa, and Sarah Maddison argue that for most of Australian colonial
history, Indigenous people were invisible to most settlers and that “the realities of Indigenous
lives today still remain invisible.” Non-Indigenous people rarely see the “violence and
vulnerability” that many Indigenous people experience, and when they do, it is in a “limited,
contrived” manner that does not allow for the circumstances to be understood as a product of
colonialism. Stories that receive media attention, such as the suicide crisis in the Attawapiskat
First Nation in northern Ontario, may therefore be understood in a way that continues to place
the burden for change on Indigenous people, Indigenous leaders, and Indigenous culture or may
be accompanied with calls for state interventions that cast the Canadian state in the role of
protector or savior. These interpretations of “Indigenous issues,” Clark and his colleagues argue,
are unhelpful to reconciliation: “Indigenous peoples . . . are unlikely to become more widely and
deeply interested in reconciling with societies that sporadically pay them attention only to see
their suffering as an inherent failing of their cultures and capacities.”6
The “sporadic attention” that non-Indigenous Canada pays to Indigenous people can also be
interpreted as a deliberate or undeliberate act to facilitate structural or physical violence.
Discussing the relationship between a position of distance and the facilitation of wrongdoing in
the Australian context, Anna Haebich writes:
We are drawn to reflect on the easy slippage between a mind set that promotes the
distancing and dehumanising of targeted out-groups and the acceptance and normalising
of their unequal treatment to the extent that it becomes unremarkable and virtually
invisible. . . . Thus, large numbers of people can acquiesce to or play facilitating roles in
horrific processes without realising or acknowledging the full meaning of what they are
tacitly or actively supporting. This state of “knowing and not knowing” is powerful and
2
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obstinate, persisting in the face of circulating knowledges, observable evidence, personal
encounters and even protests in the public arena.7
When non-Indigenous Canadians are asked about residential schools, they commonly
respond: “I didn’t know anything about it”; “This is the first that I’ve heard”’; or “We were
never taught about this at college.” These responses indicate a self-positioning as “perfect
stranger,” where non-Indigenous people deny any relationships with, or knowledge about,
Indigenous people.8 These denials often represent an unwillingness to reflect and engage, rather
than an actual lack of knowledge or relationships. For Susan Dion, this seemingly neutral
position offers non-Indigenous people a form of protection from recognizing their own
implication in colonial structures and thus absolves the “perfect strangers” of any responsibility
to act against ongoing colonial violence.9
The following is an example of a “perfect stranger” response by a non-Indigenous
community worker:
I have utmost respect for Aboriginal culture, but I don’t claim to know much about it, or
much about their history. It’s not that I’m not interested, it’s that this stuff was never
really taught to us at school. I grew up in a very white neighbourhood, and I’ve just never
encountered many Aboriginal people before. So, I don’t think I’m doing them a service to
pretend to know a lot about them, and I think it’s better to hold my hands up and say,
“I’m sorry, I’m ignorant.”10
It could plausibly be suggested that many non-Indigenous people have never had face-toface encounters or interpersonal relationships with Indigenous people, who make up about 4.3
percent of the population of Canada.11 Several factors contribute to a social distance between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, particularly social class and residential segregation. But
it seems unlikely that someone growing up in Canada would not have read about Indigenous
people or have been taught about Indigenous people or have watched news reports or television
programs about Indigenous people. One research participant, who had recently emigrated from
Romania, expressed disbelief that people who had lived in Canada all their lives could claim to
have no knowledge of residential schools. She asked: “How can people not know? I arrived six
months ago and I know.”12 Haebich describes a phenomenon of “collective amnesia” among
settler Australians responding to Aboriginal testimony that results from “a peculiar kind of
public blindness and practised forgetfulness.” For Haebich, claims of not knowing are spurious
because accounts of the Aboriginal Australian stolen generations “were reported and discussed in
a range of public domains and were observable in the wider community for those who cared to
look.”13 Similarly, the Canadian Truth and Reconciliation Commission was far from the first
body to describe and publicize the suffering of Indigenous people as a result of the residential
school system. For decades, films, documentaries, books, radio programs, and news reports have
told the stories of residential schools and the suffering they caused to Indigenous people and
communities.14
Although the majority of non-Indigenous participants were passively supportive of the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission, many were hesitant to engage with reconciliation movements or
activism. One explanation for this reluctance could be an unwillingness to acknowledge a need
for political, legal, and economic reforms that would remove the systemic privileges enjoyed by
white, non-Indigenous Canadians. A significant minority of participants agreed that radical
change would not be in the best interests of non-Indigenous people because it would remove
their systemic privileges. It follows that non-Indigenous people may therefore be hostile to the
3
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sort of transformative social change that many Indigenous people believe is fundamental to
reconciliation. Acknowledging Indigenous oppression, several participants explained, would
create a responsibility to take action—a burden they may be reluctant to carry. For example, one
research participant, a forty-nine-year-old engineer employed in the mining industry, said:
I’m in a difficult situation. On one hand, I know that wrongs were done to Native people,
and of course it’s important that they get recognition for that and an apology—on behalf
of all of Canada. But on the other hand, if Native people claim land rights over big
swathes of the country—can they then veto infrastructure projects on that land? I work in
mining so of course that’s a personal concern, but it would also be damaging for the
economy as a whole, and I think everyone in this country would be worse off as a
result.15
The research participant did support compensation for survivors of residential schools and
said he believed that the work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission was significant and
valuable but that he did not plan to read the commission’s report or attend any of the
reconciliation events in his home town.
Only four non-Indigenous participants cited economic, political, or legal reforms as
concerns that prevented them from engaging more deeply in reconciliation movements. Some
may have been reluctant to admit having these concerns, for fear of appearing prejudiced or selfinterested. The “perfect stranger” positioning could be perceived as an easier way of shirking
responsibility without the necessity of admitting outright opposition to reforms. But others
stressed that while they did support major structural reforms, they had other concerns and
emotions that prevented them from engaging more deeply in reconciliation movements.
This perspective helps to account for the popularity of the “perfect stranger” positioning, as
well as the continued existence of dominant narratives of Canadian history that present
Indigenous suffering as the unintentional side-effect of a benevolent settlement project. As
Maddison points out, justifications such as that certain actions “were not seen as wrong at the
time” or that certain actions “were undertaken with good intentions” can be used to maintain
positive social or national identities.16 Confronting historical and ongoing violence of the
colonial project implicates settler Canadians as a social group, which can pose a threat to
identity.17 Daniel Salée describes non-Indigenous Canadians’ feelings toward Indigenous people
as the source of a “deep-seated collective anxiety” that often goes unacknowledged “like some
shameful condition.” He adds:
The very existence of Indigenous peoples disrupts the liberal image mainstream
Canadians have of themselves and their country. It forces them into a rather
uncomfortable reassessment of the foundational notions of state and nation they hold
dear, of the core values by which they define themselves.18
For David C. Williams, collective settler guilt is of “nuclear proportion,” because the guilt does
not relate to sporadic or isolated events of wrongdoing, but recognition that the settler colonial
state is “rotten to the root.”19 This can create the need for a total revaluation of what it means to
be Canadian. One participant explained: “We don’t have a story to replace our old one. The idea
of being story-less is scary.”20 Another non-Indigenous participant described feelings of grief
related to a loss of identity:
I suppose I’m in mourning. I’m mourning for the suffering that the Indigenous people in
Canada faced, and continue to face in their reserves and in towns and cities across the
4
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country. But I’m also mourning for my own . . . lost identity, I suppose. So much of what
I felt was central to being Canadian—being friendly, welcoming, multicultural – has
really been challenged by what I’ve learned in these past few months, and it almost feels
like—sorry if this sounds melodramatic—it feels like I don’t know who I am anymore.21
Indigenous media creators and witness bearers frequently highlight the significance of “claiming
a voice,” often connected to the past silencing of Indigenous victims and survivors of human
rights abuses.22 Indigenous bloggers and filmmakers contrast their own vocality with the silence
imposed on previous generations through colonial violence, the “stigma of victimisation,”23 and
“cultures of silence.”24 For media creators, claiming a voice was an act of resistance against a
system in which they were ignored, spoken for, or misrepresented. Often, Indigenous people
have not been silenced through an absence of speaking but through the absence of listening on
the part of the structurally privileged. “Not knowing” about Indigenous people is not an absence
of knowledge but a particular kind of knowledge that has been constructed according to political,
social, and sociopsychological needs and positions. Meaghan Morris, describing white
Australians’ knowledge of the stolen generations, differentiates between a lack of knowledge and
a lack of empathy:
Only in recent years . . . has some notion of the scale of the trauma and disruption that
this policy created begun to filter down to the white Australians in whose idealised name
it was practiced. Or, rather than speaking of an “idea” filtering through, I should say that
only recently have we begun to develop a collective capacity to comprehend, to
empathise, to imagine that trauma and disruption.25
For Morris, this collective capacity to understand is linked to a “politics of remembering”: she
argues that white Australians did know what was happening but did not care to understand what
they knew. From this perspective, the “perfect stranger” represents a lack of affinity rather than a
lack of knowledge. Several research participants emphasized a lack of emotional connection or
understanding. For example, a West Vancouver resident and retired accountant reflected:
I used to see the headlines about how difficult it was on First Nations reserves—about
suicide crises and lack of clean drinking water, for example. But I didn’t used to click on
the articles to read them. So I did know about the circumstances on reserves—that wasn’t
new to me. I just didn’t have a very good understanding of what they meant. Or if I’m
honest, I didn’t take a huge interest. I didn’t feel emotionally connected to them, I
guess.26
Another research participant said:
It’s not that I had never heard of residential schools. I knew about them; I would hear
about them on the news now and then. . . . I just didn’t understand what it meant for
Aboriginal people. I couldn’t imagine what it was like for them.27
These reflections suggest a politics of memory that involves a refusal, or an inability, to
recognize the humanity of Indigenous people and the realities they live with as a result of
colonialism and oppression. This lack of empathy is often related to a lack of will to act or
support action for change: in interviews, non-Indigenous participants who supported political and
economic change were more likely to describe emotional or personal connections to Indigenous
people than those who did not support such change.
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Claiming no knowledge of oppressive power relations, Janet Mawhinney argues, is
indicative of white privilege.28 When non-Indigenous people self-position themselves as distant
from oppression and refuse to listen to the voices of the oppressed, they reinforce and normalize
the oppressive power structures in which they are implicated.

Silence and Dehumanization
Difficulty communicating emotion has been linked to residential school and its intergenerational
effects.29 One participant said:
My parents both went to residential school. They were taught to be silent, to not speak
their language or talk about their people. They passed this silence on to us, my brothers
and sisters. It was a type of emptiness.30
Community workers regularly cited difficulty communicating as an explanation for mental
health issues, family problems, and suicide in Indigenous communities.31 Many also connected
this communication difficulty with dehumanization in residential schools and under colonialism
more broadly. As one community worker put it:
If you’re told over and over again, and you’re sent the message throughout your whole
life, that you’re not really worth listening to—that your suffering isn’t really significant,
your life isn’t really significant, you’re inferior—I guess you begin to question why you
would communicate in the first place. You’re not really considered a full human capable
of full suffering.32
The dehumanization of Indigenous peoples is a central and necessary feature of colonial
projects.33 It permits the colonizers to feel themselves superior to Indigenous people and
therefore justify their appropriation of land and resources. Popular media has played a role in the
dehumanization of Indigenous people since the time of early colonial encounters.34 A presentday example of this phenomenon is the media’s treatment of missing and murdered Indigenous
women. Comparing the press coverage of missing or murdered Indigenous women with that of
white women, Kristen Gilchrist concludes that Indigenous women are devalued and rendered
invisible. On average, missing or murdered Indigenous women receive three and a half times less
coverage than white victims. In addition, Indigenous women are depicted in a detached and
impersonal way, while stories about white women include intimate and emotional portraits.35
Judith Butler, in her book Frames of War, argues that the media’s portrayal of conflict has
changed our understanding of the value of human life and cast entire populations as people who
are not sufficiently alive to be worth grieving for. This effect can occur when the suffering of
others is not made visible or when it is rendered illegitimate. Butler questions the political
implications this effect can have. Whether a life is considered to be valuable or not is linked to
the concept of “precariousness.” Butler argues that all life is vulnerable and precarious but that
certain populations can be considered precarious on a political level. Because of a lack of social
and economic support, these populations are more exposed to poverty, violence, and death. This
“politically induced” precariousness, which leaves populations dependent on help from the state
that has harmed them, can be challenged through a “more inclusive and egalitarian way of
recognising precariousness” as an inherent part of human life.36 Similarly, in an earlier work,
Butler explores how grief and loss might form the basis of political communities.37 Alliances
could be formed in opposition to state oppression on the basis of a shared recognition of
vulnerability. Butler also considers the potential of art to counter this type of dehumanization.
6
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Discussing the poetry of Guantanamo Bay detainees, she writes: “They are appeals. They are
efforts to re-establish a social connection to the world, even when there is no concrete reason to
think that any such connection is possible.”38
This theory of precariousness and “grievability” helps to show the political potential of paincentered narratives. Indigenous participants who gave testimony were concerned not only with
inspiring emotional reactions but also with the implications that their doing so had for power
relations. Many noted that speaking about traumatic personal experiences brought respect from
others. Telling their stories was testament to their survival, and they were honored for the
strength and resilience they exhibited by their willingness to take action and speak out in the face
of pressure to keep silent or internalize pain. The “victim of knowledge of hurt” made them
experts from whom the dominant society could learn.39 In this way, past suffering became a
source of authority for speaking about injustice. This is not to say that survivors of trauma seek
to “play up” their role as victim. Rather, by “holding on” to pain rather than “working through”
it, those who give testimony could maintain and justify their platform for demanding change. As
Ernesto Verdeja has argued, victims and their descendants have “a moral interest in knowing and
publicizing the truth about human rights abuses, not in order to pursue a vindictive politics of
victimhood, but as a means of achieving legitimate demands for moral recognition.”40

Trauma, Healing and Reconciliation
Responses to testimony frequently involved references to trauma and healing. For example, one
participant said:
The first thing that comes to mind after hearing [residential school survivor’s] story is
that I hope she finds peace. I hope having her story recognised, and having people listen
to it, and hopefully having things change as a result of it, lets her heal from such a
traumatic past.41
Trauma, healing, and reconciliation are morally loaded concepts. This study identifies three
reasons they can be problematic in the Canadian context. The first is that narratives that focus on
trauma tend to emphasize victimhood rather than express agency.42 This emphasis can encourage
non-Indigenous audiences to adopt paternalistic attitudes toward Indigenous peoples, leading to
narratives of “helpless therapeutic subjects in need of externally administered healing.”43
Second, emphasizing trauma in Indigenous communities risks “naturalising” it as a feature
of Indigenous lives.44 This emphasis obscures the colonial roots of trauma and can result in nonIndigenous audiences thinking of its manifestations as an “Indian problem” rather than a settler
one.45 Jo-Ann Episkenew argues that it is colonialism that is sick and requires a cure but that as
long as trauma is considered inherent in Indigenous lives, structural inequalities will remain
invisible and unquestioned.46
Third, framing systematic problems in psychological terms can detract from a focus on the
political, social, and economic demands of Indigenous people.47 According to a 2008 survey, the
majority of Canadians believe the provision of counseling to be the most important contributor to
reconciliation.48 Their perspective contrasts with Indigenous discourses on reconciliation, which
encompass a wide spectrum of issues, such as climate justice, land rights, and self-determination.
Roland Chrisjohn, Sherri L. Young, and Michael Maraun argue that “symptoms of psychological
distress” such as low self-esteem, alcoholism, and violent tendencies are not a distinct
psychological phenomenon (labeled by some as “Residential School Syndrome”) but the “wellknown and long-studied response of human beings living under conditions of severe and
7
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prolonged oppression.” From this perspective, dismantling systems of oppression is more
important than therapeutic healing—but the importance of structural change can be obscured by
trauma-centered narratives.49
While these three problematics warrant careful consideration, it would be wrong to dismiss
narratives of trauma and healing as unhelpful to reconciliation. Matt James insists that
individual, emotional, and psychological conceptions of reconciliation are not “imposed
fabrications of the dominant society’” but “reflect, however partially, Indigenous aspirations and
needs.”50 Many of the participants in this research repeatedly declared that healing was critically
needed in Indigenous communities. One community worker said simply, “Communities are
traumatized, and not having reconciliation is killing our people.”51
It also became clear that Indigenous understandings of “trauma” and “healing” often
differed from dominant definitions. “Trauma” is a label used for many problems in Indigenous
communities, such as abuse, neglect, anxiety, suicide, poverty, violence, depression,
unemployment, low self-esteem, emotional numbness, and drug and alcohol dependence.52 But
trauma is also understood within a historical and social context that acknowledges its causes and
its intergenerational transmission. Bonnie Burstow and Eduardo Duran and Bonnie Duran
describe how the concept of “community trauma” relates to Indigenous communities: it implies
not that everyone in the community is traumatized but that the community itself, interpreted as
an integral whole, is traumatized.53 Many Indigenous people therefore advocate for communitybased healing rather than individual-centered healing.54 In this context, “healing” emphasizes the
importance of relationships to others and connection to tradition, land, and ancestors.

Asymmetrical Communicative Flows and Justice
In using the term “communicative justice,” I draw on Iris Marion Young’s theory of
“communicative democracy.”55 Young highlights the communicative obstacles that historically
marginalized groups face and argues that communicative democracy—rather than deliberative
democracy—could open a path for storytelling, rhetoric, and other forms of communication
frequently employed by marginalized groups to provide a basis for participatory, democratic
engagement. Communicative justice does not imply equal or reciprocal communication but
rather communicative flows that compensate for structural inequalities.
John Paul Lederach’s conflict transformation approach stresses the importance of
compassion and intercultural understanding—often achieved through conversation and
dialogue—in reconciliation.56 The role of the privileged listener, however, is often
underanalyzed in reconciliation processes. Donna Houston, Gregory Martin, and Peter McLaren
argue: “As much as anti-racist and decolonial pedagogies require open dialogue and intercultural
collaboration, they also require critical listening on the part of white people.” 57 Teresa Godwin
Phelps describes how, in countries emerging from periods of oppression and violence, it is often
the oppressors who have “had the microphone.” Passing over this microphone, she points out, is
a starting point for a more just public sphere.58 Young also emphasizes the importance of the
structurally privileged listening to the structurally oppressed. For Young, this dynamic would
help to ensure justice by providing mechanisms for the voices and perspectives of the oppressed
to be recognized and represented.59
One non-Indigenous participant emphasized the significance of listening to Indigenous
stories and connected the act of listening to the processes of reflection and learning:
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I suppose it’s our turn to shut up and listen. First Nations stories have been overlooked
for so long, and it’s high time that white Canadians listen to them, think them through
and learn from them. We don’t need to add our own stories about white Canada—they’re
already well known. What we need to do is reflect on First Nations stories, and use them
as tools to change ourselves and—perhaps—change our society.60
An Indigenous participant, who is a filmmaker, said:
Too often there’s an expectation that we should learn all about tolerance and fairness
from Canadians. But that perspective totally fails to recognise that they’ve been
forcefully preaching to us for hundreds of years, and have often been pretty hypocritical
about it. What we need is our turn in the spotlight—our turn to step forward, lay out our
visions for what we want for ourselves and our children, and we need them to listen up
and pay attention to us. It’s time for Canadians to recognise all the things they can – and
need to—learn from First Nations people if we’re to make this country a fair place for
all.61
Reconciliation processes can be understood as sites of learning. Michael Welton argues that
“political listening” is an important pedagogical practice in circumstances of socioeconomic
inequalities and cultural conflict. For Welton, the act of listening is connected to struggles for
recognition and respect among those who are often excluded from the mainstream public sphere.
He writes: “The powerful and the privileged—those who simply assume their voices will
command attention in public spaces—are being challenged to open their ears to the silenced who
speak in different accents, tonalities and colourations.”62
The impact of political listening is difficult to measure. There is a chasm between individual
reflection and social transformation, even though individual reflection may serve as a first step.
Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang are critical of the use of the term “decolonization” as a metaphor
for conscientization. They ask whether conscientization could actually represent a settler “move
towards innocence,” which does more to reinforce the idea of Canadian identity as liberal,
tolerant, and inclusive than to disrupt oppressive power structures or bring about social change.63
Other critics argue, however, that settler introspection is an important requirement for
reconciliation in Canada. Paulette Regan proposes that residential schools reconciliation should
take place within the wider context of exposing the nation’s colonial origins. Her analysis looks
beyond the widespread focus on the “Indian problem” to uncover the “settler problem” relating
to structural inequalities and oppression.64 Hearing stories from residential school survivors,
Regan argues, can be a decolonizing experience for the Canadian settler population through the
development of critical self-knowledge. For many of the non-Indigenous participants, listening
inspired critical self-reflection. Self-reflection involves a recognition of entrenched structural
inequalities, including an examination of personal culpability in systems of oppression. It is often
inspired by a desire to bring about better intergroup relations based on understanding and
respect. For example, one research participant said:
I came to realize that if non-Indigenous Canada and Indigenous people are to build better
relations, it’s not enough for us just to say sorry. What we have to do is to devote
ourselves to listening and understanding their experiences. And then we have to learn
from them—we have to go away and make changes to the way that we personally do
things, because we are all bound up in this and we all have responsibility in it, and we
also have to recognise our responsibility to work for change at a bigger level.65
9
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Listening can also be understood as a form of witnessing, which plays a central role in truth
commissions and is often considered to be a starting point for reconciliation.66 Witnessing exists
in a transactive relationship with testimony: a speech act directed toward another, with the
central aim of placing a moral obligation of response on the listener. For Dori Laub, the listener
is an “enabler of testimony.”67 He argues that “testimony is the narrative’s address to hearing; for
only when the survivor knows he is being heard, will he stop to hear—and listen—to himself.”68
From this perspective, testimony functions not as a monologue but as an address to the listener,
who will become a co-owner and participant in the traumatic event.69
Roger I. Simon describes two types of reaction to testimony: spectatorial and summoned. A
spectatorial sensibility embodies an understanding of the testimony in a way that may evoke
inspiration, sadness, delight, or disgust. But it does not evoke obligation to act. A summoned
sensibility, by contrast, “instantiates the proximity of self and another, an Other who calls, who
summons me, and who thus puts me under an encumbrance in which I must consider my
response-ability.”70 A summoned witness learns not just about a story but from a story and
reflects on what the story tells about the storyteller and about the listener.71 A summoned witness
takes co-ownership of the story and responds to its affective claim for recognition and response.
Simon stresses the importance of a “sphere of public memory as a transactional space, not for the
consolidation of national memory but for mobilising practices of remembrance-learning . . . in
which one’s stories might be shifted by the stories of others.”72 The words and actions of nonIndigenous research participants suggest that there is a correlation between political listening and
a summoned response to testimony or story. Listeners who engage in critical self-reflection are
more likely to engage in activism beyond the discursive.

Communication and Reconciliation
Restorying the past and amplifying alternative narratives about the future are just part of the
work needed to achieve justice and equality for Indigenous peoples in Canada. Listening and
reflection are not substitutes for necessary legal, economic, and social reforms. But
communication can play a significant role within wider movements for justice and reconciliation.
Representation and narratives have had a core role in implementing and sustaining the settlercolonial system, and representation and narratives can also potentially play a role in challenging
and dismantling it.
Reconciliation, for many non-Indigenous Canadians, evokes both hopes and fears. Many are
hopeful that reconciliation will help to create a “fairer Canada,’” a “more just Canada,” and a
“brighter future for everyone.”73 But reconciliation also involves facing uncomfortable truths
about the systemic oppression of Indigenous people and the implications that this oppression has
for Canadian settler identities. Tuck and Yang maintain that “directly and
indirectly benefiting from the erasure and assimilation of Indigenous peoples is a difficult reality
for settlers to accept.”74 Many non-Indigenous people do recognize this reality when questioned
but find it difficult to dwell on the subject. As one participant put it: “To recognize that you
benefited from a system of genocide isn’t exactly a walk in the park.”75
The work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, however, as well as increased media
attention to reconciliation in Canada, has placed Indigenous suffering on public record and
helped to shape a national narrative that recognizes (to a degree) the colonial root of this
suffering. This increased awareness has made it difficult for non-Indigenous people to deny
responsibility for harm doing—not through individual action but through social identification as
members of a group that benefited from colonial and genocidal policies. For non-Indigenous
10
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people, listening and critical self-reflection can challenge accepted accounts of self, history, and
nation. From these new understandings comes the possibility of personal and social
transformation.
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